actual professional use that students, who were mostly destined to teaching in secondary school, would make of it. So there was a real discrepancy between what one talked about and what the use value of this could be for the students. So it had a very special feeling of alienation to me, very differently from here, where since one teaches future colleagues, one has a very direct professional relationship to them-which however has its own ideologies and its own politics, which are more the politics of the profession, the relationship of the academic profession to the American political world and society. I ended up finding the function of teaching in the United Statesthe function of an academic as distinct from the academic functionmuch more satisfactory than in Europe, precisely because of the contract one has with the people one teaches. Here you can actually carry out your contractual relation to them, whereas in Europe you can't. In Europe there is a bizarre separation on two completely different levels. It's concretely visible in the fact that you stand up there, on that chair, with an abyss between you and the students, while here you sit at a table. I found bad faith involved in that ideological situation in Europe, worse than here. It is slightly more honest here, though certainly the political problem then gets transposed to the relationship between the "academic" and society at large. I found it easier to cope with that than with what one faces in Europe ... Rosso: How can you explain the success of Derrida's work and more generally of deconstruction in the American academic world? DE MAN: I think part of the success of Derrida (well, the relative success, which has to be qualified) is that, unlike most of the other French critics, he works very close to texts, he reads very attentively, and both American teachers and students of literature are better prepared for that sort of thing than Europeans because of the discipline of the New Criticism and of close reading. There is something in Derrida which is more familiar but on the other hand a great deal more exciting than certain techniques which are used, so that Derrida's close working with specific texts is something that makes him certainly more accessible to the American audience, both in a positive sensein the sense that people can continue from what he does-and in a negative sense-to the extent that, by his concentration on texts and on a canon of texts which is relatively traditional, he can and
Stephano Rosso teaches English literature at the University of Verona (Italy) and is writing a dissertation in comparative literature at SUNYBinghamton. Among other works, he has coedited, with Maurizio Ferraris, Decostruzione trafilosofia e letteratura and Estetica e decostruzione. He is presently translating Paul de Man's Resistance to Theory into Italian. Interview with de Man has indeed been attacked for being too close to textual works, and addressing more problems of textual interpretation than problems of a political or of a more general nature. Frequently, the difference between Foucault and Derrida and the attempts to bring the two together focus precisely on this question of close reading of texts, so that his success is ambivalent and is also a cause for criticism. It is also a little bit in those terms that the relationship between Derrida and what is called American "Derridism" or "Derridianism" is often discussed. It is often said-and this is true to some extent-that whatever is audacious, whatever is really subversive and incisive in Derrida's text and in his work is being taken out by academizing him, by making him just one other method by means of which literature can be taught. And there is an element in Derrida which lends itself to that, because we can find in Derrida exemplary ways of reading, an awareness, for example, of rhetorical complexities in a text which are applicable to the didactics, to the pedagogy of literary teaching, and as such there is an impact of Derrida which is, in a sense, purely pedagogical. As far as I'm concerned I'm often mentioned as the one who is much responsible for that, since my work is, in a sense, more pedagogical than philosophical: it has always started from the pedagogical or the didactic assignment of reading specific texts rather than, as is the case in Derrida, from the pressure of generally philosophical issues. I can see some merit to that statement, except for the fact that I don't think it is possible, in Derrida, to separate the classical didactic pedagogical element, which is undeniably there, from the subversive aspect of his work. To the extent that Derrida has this classical discipline in him, his subversion is particularly effective, much more so, I think, in this case, than in the case of somebody like Foucault, who directly addresses political issues, but without an awareness of the textual complexities that lead up to it, although Foucault has an almost intuitive awareness of them ... So, personally, I don't have a bad conscience when I'm being told that, to the extent that it is didactic, my work is academic or even, as it is used as a supreme insult, it isjust more New Criticism. I can live with that very easily, because I think that only what is, in a sense, classically didactic, can be really and effectively subversive. And I think the same applies there to Derrida. Which doesn't mean that there are not essential differences: Derrida feels compelled to say more about the institution of the university, but that is more understandable within the European context, where the university has such a predominating cultural function, whereas in the United States it has no cultural function at all, here it is not inscribed in the genuine cultural tensions of the nation ... Rosso: Can you say something more about the differences between your work and Derrida's? In the specific case of Heidegger, I began to have some awareness of his work during the war and soon afterward, first through a monograph by a Belgian philosopher called De Waelhens, who during the war published a book on Heidegger. Then, whatever influence I got from that, it did not come through Sartre. I always felt that the use made of Heidegger, and also to a lesser extent of Husserl, in Sartre missed the mark, and on the occasion of the publication of texts like Heidegger's "Letter on Humanism," which was much discussed at that time, and which was, in a sense, polemical to Sartre, there too I felt closer to whatever Heidegger was saying. So it seems to me slightly farfetched to speak of a specific influence of Sartre ... But Sartre,--even Derrida told me that about himself-for many of us was the first encounter with some kind of philosophical language which was not just academic. So it was the fact that Sartre wrote essays like L'imaginaire, L'?tre et le ndant, which were technical philosophical books, while at the same time being a literary critic, at the same time being somebody who expressed strong opinions on political matters-that somewhat mythological bicephalic dissent of the philosopher-had a very strong attraction; I don't think anybody of my generation ever got over that. We all somehow would like to be like that: it takes about a whole life to get over this notion, and I suppose the attraction of people like Bataille, whose relationship to the political (because they were very political) was more complex, more mediated, than in the case of Sartre, was a way to resist the obvious attraction of Sartre's flamboyant presence on the scene-Sartre and Camus, to a lesser extent, but especially Sartre to the extent that he was both a philosopher and an actively engaged political man. But one lost some of the confidence in that figure fairly soon, I think, in terms of certain obvious possible weaknesses in Sartre's work, both on the literary and on the philosophical side. Rosso: One can notice, in the bibliography of your works, a tendency to neglect contemporary literature: for example you don't look interested at all in a debate somehow fashionable, the debate about the notion of "postmodernism" ... DE MAN: The difficulty for me is that the "postmodern approach" seems a somewhat naively historical approach. The notion of modernity is already very dubious; the notion of postmodernity becomes a parody of the notion of modernity. It is like the Nouvelle Revue Francaise, the Nouvelle Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, the New Criticism, the New New Criticism, etc. It is a bottomless pit that does attempt to define the literary moment in terms of its increased modernity (this happens in the work of Hassan, too). It strikes me as a very unmodern, a very old-fashioned, conservative concept of history, where history is seen as a succession, so that the historical model that is being used at that moment is very dubious and, in a sense, naive, very simple. This applies more to the theoreticians of literature who feel the need to align their work with contemporary work in fiction, who have the slight intimidation which critics sometimes feel in relation to socalled creative authors and who would like to be in harmony with them. I am sure some of that exists in Europe. For me a model like that of Blanchot remains very revealing because he was a critic who was also a writer, and who was not concerned at all as a critic to justify himself as a writer, or as a writer to concern himself as a critic. Interestingly, in the same man you don't have the same subject, you don't have any intention to coordinate whatever is so-called creative without for that matter being in relation to the other, and he could bring them together in some later texts without any difficulty. There was no feeling of inferiority of the critic toward the writer. And that model which is frequent in France, and which is the model that you have in Mallarmb, is closer to me than the notion of the critic who wants a little bit "to cash in," so to speak, on the certain 
